In vitro culture of the mutualistic fungus of leaf-cutting ants is troublesome due to its low growth rate, which leads to storage problems and contaminants accumulation. This paper aims at comparing the radial growth rate of the mutualistic fungus of Atta sexdens rubropilosa Forel in two different culture media (Pagnocca B and MEA LP). Although total MEA LP radial growth was greater all along the bioassay, no significant difference was detected between growth efficiencies of the two media. Previous evidences of low growth rate for this fungus were confirmed. Since these data cannot point greater efficiency of one culture medium over the other, MEA LP medium is indicated for in vitro studies with this mutualistic fungus due its simpler composition and translucent color, making the analysis easier.
INTRODUCTION

Fungus-growing ants are distributed only in the New
World and belong to the monophyletic tribe Attini (Hymenoptera-Formicidae-Myrmicinae), which is composed of 12 genera and approximately 210 species.
Among all attine, usually referred to as fungus-growers, the two most phylogenetically derived genera, Acromyrmex and Atta, are more commonly known as leaf-cutting ants (8) .
The leaf-cutting ants are an important forest herbivore, exploring a great variety of plants which are used to cultivate a specific basidiomycete fungus (6) . Several authors have identified this microorganism as Leucoagaricus gongylophorus (=Leucocoprinus gongylophorus) based on the morphology of fruit-bodies which grow inside Atta sexdens rubropilosa (2) and Atta cephalotes (10) nests, or using molecular sequences (25) . This fungus produces a special mycelia structure called gongylidia, rich in glycogen and used as food for the leafcutting larvae (1).
Leaf-cutting ants and the basidiomycete fungus possess an intrinsic mutualistic relationship, strongly integrated with antibiotic, nutritional and physiological co-dependence. Leafcutting ants protect the mutualistic fungus from parasites and potentials competitors (7, 8) , while the fungus is an essential food source for the larvae and queen (17, 20) . Other ants in the nests have plant sap as an important food source (23 (14, 21, 22) .
Studies using mutualistic fungi are difficult due to the very slow fungal growth in culture media (15, 16, 21, 22 
MATERIAL AND METHODS
Eight leaf-cutting ant nests maintained in laboratory were used as fungi source. Fungi fragments and some ants were removed from each nest and transferred to sterile pots, previously autoclaved at 120ºC and 1.1 atm (eight fungi matrix). The transport of some ants was crucial for successfully fungi culture, because they are able to clean fungi fragments and stimulate its growth. Small isolated mycelium portions of each matrix were inoculated on Petri dishes containing MEA LP, using a sterile laminar flux chamber, for development of the initials cultures.
Two culture media compositions were tested. The first is a common fungi culture medium containing malt extract Student's T test was used to evaluate differences significance of fungal growth rates between the two culture media. 
RESULT AND DISCUSSION
Previous bioassays with traditional in vitro
test (P<0.05). Growth of Atta sexdens rubropilosa
Based on total radial growth, daily growth rate was calculated for each one of the eight fungus matrices ( These large differences among matrices could be explained taking into account that the mutualist is clonally propagated by queens that carry a pellet of the fungus in their mouth during their nuptial flight to establish new colonies (1).
In addition to vertical propagation from one generation to another, recent research has suggested that horizontal fungi transmission may also happen among ant nests or among close related ant species (12, 19 ).
Students's T test was applied to verify whether there is a significant difference among daily fungal growth rates on petri dishes filled with MEA LP or Pagnocca B media. Since the observed t-value (T= 1.381) is below the absolute t-value (T = 1.7613), no significant difference has been found between daily growth rates using both MEA LP or Pagnocca B culture media. Finally, since no significant difference was found between both tested culture media (MEA LP and Pagnocca B), none of the media can be considered more efficient than the other for fungal growth promotion. However, MEA LP is pointed out as more convenient, due its simpler composition and visual transparency, turning the radial measurements easier and more precise.
